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THE CERTIFICATE OF AN APOSTASY DURING THE 
PERSECUTION OF DECIAN. 



By the Rev. Robert H. Be at tie, A.M. 
Newburgh, N. Y. 



Discovery of the Libellus. — Text and translation. — Peculiarities of the text, 
— Restoration of it. — Historic value of the Libellus. — Conclusions. — Literature, 

A collection which is now giving some workers in the 
Berlin Museum trouble and pleasure is the so-called " Brugsch 
Collection," which was purchased and presented to the Museum 
by the Emperor in 1892. It consists of a great mass of docu- 
ments which were unearthed in the Fayum and which have 
chiefly to do with the first three centuries of the Christian era. 
The work of editing was begun at once, and is under the care of 
Doctors Wilcken, Krebs, and Viereck. Several hundreds of these 
manuscripts have been published as deciphered by these scholars, 
under the title Urkunde des Berli?ier Museums: Griechische Abtei- 
lung. 

Recently Dr. Krebs deciphered a large part of a rather 
ragged little papyrus which he dated June 26, 250 A.D. It was 
apparently a legal document of some sort, but for some time 
after he had deciphered it it was not recognized as possessing 
any especial value. Suddenly the idea — one of those happy ideas 
that the searcher of the minute details sometimes enjoys — struck 
him that this papyrus was one of the often mentioned, but 
unknown " libelli " which first came into use among the apostates 
of the persecution of Decian. A minute investigation of the 
papyrus, and the references of the church fathers to "libelli" 
of this class, soon proved with certainty that he had at hand the 
original application of a suspected Christian for clemency on the 
ground of compliance with the edict of Decian. 

The neglected little papyrus became an object of interest. 
Professor Harnack talked about it in his " seminar." Dr. Krebs 
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presented it on November 30, '93 before the general session of 
the Berlin Academy of Science. In short this little scrap of 
papyrus which the Egyptian sand has kept for us for fifteen 
hundred years is an important contribution to our knowledge of 
the church of the time of Cyprian. 
The text reads as follows: 

Tots €7rt tcov Ovaiwv rjprj 
/xevots Kco(/x.?ys) 1 'AA,€^(av8pov) NtJcov 
7rapa AvpYj\{iov) Atoy€i/or(s) Sara- 
fiovros a7ro Kco(/x.rys) ' A\e£jdvS(pov) 
5 Nrjaov 2 cos Lo/3, ovX^rj) 
o^pv'i 8ef(ta). Kat del 

Ov(DV TOtS 0€OtS 8t€T€ 

Xecra Kat vvv liri Tra- 
povaiv vp.elv Kara 
10 tol 7rpo(TT€TaTa{yiJi4) 

va eOvaa [Ka]t €[(r]7r[€t(ra] 
3 [Ka]t twv ijYJpciW [eyev] 
(japurjv Kat d£tco t>[juias] 
virovqiUisicracrOai . 
1 5 AtevTv^tTat . 

Avp^X(tos) [Atjoycv^s 4 C7rt8[€(8u)Ka)] . 
AvpryAtos (T . . p [. . .] 
#u'oi/Ta Mixr[0T7s] 
. . . vcovos (r€(r(^/x.€ta)/x.at ?) 
20 5 [La] AvTOKpdVopo(s) Kat[(ra/oos] 
[rajtov MeoWou K[o]tV[Tov] 
[Tp]at[avoi5 AejKt'ou E6V[€/3otjs] 
[E]vt[vx°^?] S€[/3]a[o-]Toi) 
'Ett^] P~ 

1 Parentheses indicate abbreviations. 

2 Read : ws irwv i^8ofi^Kovra Svoiv. |_ — &tGiv. 

3 Brackets contain what is lacking in the papyrus. 

4 On the papyrus the word was written tiriS* or iirid^. 

5 (.a = £toi/s irp&Tov. 
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" To the commission on sacrifices of the village Alexander's Island 
" from Aurelius Diogenes, the son of Satabas (a native) of the village 
" Alexander's Island, seventy-two years old (with) a scar over the right 
" eye-brow : As I have always, hitherto, been in the habit of offering 
"sacrifices to the gods, so have I also now in your presence, according to 
" the edict, offered sacrifices, poured libations, and eaten of the 
" consecrated food, and I beseech you to bear witness by your attest. 
" I salute you. I, Aurelius Diogenes, have made this application. 
"I Mus(thes), son of — (have seen) Aurelius sacrificing, and hereto 
11 set my seal. 

" In the first year of the Emperor Caesar Gaius Messius Quintus Trajan 
" Decius Pius Felix Augustus. Epiphi. 2." 

PECULIARITIES OF THE TEXT. 

A single glance at the reprint of this papyrus shows us that 
lines 17-19 are from a different hand from that which wrote 
lines 1— 16 and 20-24. The latter is written clearly with evident 
pains, and is apparently the work of the old man himself. 
He was doubtless in the habit of writing Greek in business and 
was familiar with the usual abbreviations. The phraseology which 
he must use for the occasion (lines 6-14) he would have no 
difficulty in procuring. More weighty than these probabilities, 
however, is the fact that in very many instances among these 
Fayum papyri, it appears that the applicant had been unable to 
write, and a friend had written it for him. This is generally 
indicated. Such phrases as, "I, Arpagathes, wrote for them as 
they cannot write," 1 and "I, myself, wrote for him who is 
uneducated, " 2 indicate that where another hand did the writing 
this must be indicated in order to make the document legal. 
We may be assured, then, that we have the handwriting of 
Aurelius Diogenes. 3 

The other three lines are written hurriedly, and are thick, 
indistinct, and official. They remind one of the modern Turkish 

1 C7. B. M., No. 153, 1. 42. 

9 U. B. M., No. 152. 

3 These facts constrain the writer to dissent from the opinion of Dr. Breasted that 
lines 17-19 were written by a clerk. In the Evening Post (New York) of January 20, 
1894, he writes : " The document itself shows that the clerkly hand I hat wrote it had 
written hundreds like it." 
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official who puts a few ink blots on your passport, and then 
makes mud of it by the use of a teaspoonful of sand. Unfortu- 
nately for us this Roman official did much the same thing, and 
left us an almost illegible, although almost perfectly preserved 
specimen of his handwriting. We may be reasonably sure of 
three words, however, and each is important. The first is the 
name of our applicant, Aurelius. The second is Ovovra, "sacri- 
ficing," which is the object of the verb. The third is the abbre- 
viated form of the attest indicated by "ow-". From these three 
items, we reach the conclusion that the official put his seal to 
the fact which Diogenes affirmed in his application, namely, that 
he had fulfilled the law and offered sacrifices to the gods. The 
orthography corresponds to the common colloquial forms then 
current : a and t are interchanged, as in vfielv and vTroo-r}fu<x><ra<rOai 
(lines 9 and 14), and at is put for c in SievrvxeiTai (line 15). 

The text is without breathings and accents, except over v 
when it is initial, or stands before t, the diaeresis is used. These 
conditions obtain generally with manuscript of this period and 
place. The usual abbreviations occur, as *o> for kw^?, AAc£ for 
A\e£av8pov, etc. An interesting slip of the pen occurs in line 10, 
where the syllable ra in frpwrreray^va is carelessly duplicated. 

THE RESTORATION OF THE TEXT. 

The papyrus had lost two important parts. Parts of lines 
11 and 12, 17 and 19 were missing. Professor Harnack rear- 
ranged and conjectured that lines 11 and 12 should be restored 
as I have already indicated in the text. He reasoned that the 
"things commanded" of line 10 indicated more than one act of 
obedience. The edict had prescribed something more than mere 
sacrificing. Cyprian often refers to the eating of flesh offered 
to the gods. Therefore, the edict contained a clause requiring 
this act of obedience, and the verbal stem which preceded a/i^v 
he conjectured to be eyeva. But libations were also very com- 
mon, and formed an element in worship which the "impious 
Christians" must be made to recognize. The other verb would 
naturally have reference to the libation and would be either 

€7Tiov or c(T7rc«ra. 
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Curiously enough, after the Berlin papyrus was published, a 
second "libellus" of the same sort appeared in Vienna. 1 It 
contained the formula found in the Berlin papyrus in lines 6-14. 
Here the word ea-n-eura is very clear and eyevvafieSa is a most 
reasonable conjecture. The validity, therefore, of Professor 
Harnack's conjecture is thoroughly substantiated. The other 
hole in the papyrus (lines 17 and 19) is not so easily patched. 
The sense, however, is very clear. It contains the official attest, 
that Aurelius Diogenes had fulfilled the demands of the edict in 
the presence of the commission on sacrifice. In the Vienna 
papyrus this latter part, the attest of the commission, is entirely 
lacking. 

With these preliminary questions settled, we are now ready 
to proceed to the interpretation of the text itself. A little study 
of this will readily convince us that it is a "libellus" with which 
we have to do. The official character of the document is very 
plain. There is in it the formal address to the commission, and 
sufficient description to make sure of the identity of the libel- 
laticus. In the Berlin papyrus this is especially true, for in 
addition to the name of the applicant, his father's name, his age, 
place of residence, and the peculiar scar, which could neither be 
imitated nor removed, are all mentioned. The form of the 
application, too, conforms to the legal customs of the time. It 
begins with the usual form, "To" so and so, "from" so and so, 
and ends with the Aicvtvxcitc — I salute you. A similar formula 
is used in many acts, death notices, etc. The Libellus contains 
the stereotyped formula, "I have always sacrificed faithfully to 
the gods, and so now in your presence, according to the edict, I 
have also poured libations, and eaten of the sacrificial flesh. On 
this account I beseech you to grant me a certificate to that 
effect." Then follows the signature of the applicant — which was 
often given by proxy; the attest of the commission was added to 
this application when granted and the date, which was perhaps 
the same for both papyri, but was in any case 250 for the Berlin 
papyrus, closed the document. 

1 See note at the end of this paper. 
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THE HISTORIC VALUE OF THE LIBELLUS. 

We have, then, before us a document of sufficient importance 
to characterize a whole class of apostates. Cyprian 1 made us 
acquainted with the name long ago, but the libellus, which gave 
the name libellaticus to him who used it, is now for the first time 
before us. The Decian persecution was not confined to the leaders 
of Christianity. Decius determined to destroy absolutely the 
strange religion. Every Christian, humble or exalted, was to be 
persecuted until death or apostasy resulted. First the edict was 
issued. 2 In Egypt it reached the " Epistrategien," then the 
"Strategies** and finally the villages. The net was so closely 
drawn that an especial commission was appointed in every 
locality and the commission was strengthened by five officials 
of the given district. 3 The first duty of this commission was to 
search for all Christians or suspected Christians. They then 
demanded that all such should prove their loyalty to the 
religion of the state by offering an especial sacrifice. It was 
this commission before which our Diogenes presented himself, 
or at any rate his libellus, and which he addresses as: "cttitw 

Now if Diogenes were a Christian, and had not conformed to 
the requirements of the edict, persecution awaited him. If, how- 
ever, he could produce a certificate that he had offered sacrifice 
and poured libation he would be free. Modern political con- 
ditions point to the same solution of the difficulty as ancient 
political conditions produced. Some magistrates were quite 
willing to profit financially because of the persecutions, and 
libelli were bought and sold in a quiet way. 5 On the one hand 

1 On Libelli and Libellatici in general. See Cyprian Ep., 20 :2 ; 55 : 3, 13, 14, 17, 
26; 67:1, 6. De Lapsis, 27, 28, Ep. Romana ad Cypr., 30 :*3. See also Petri 
Alex. can. 5. 

2 But Eusebius (Ch. Hist. VI, 41 : 1) quotes Dionysius of Alexandria: "With us 
the persecution did not begin with the issuance of the royal edict, but anticipated the 
edict by a considerable time." 

3Eus., Ch. Hist. VI, 42,1. 

4 Lines 1 and 2 of papyrus. 

s The following references argue, if they do not prove, such sale : Cyp. Ep., 21:3; 
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the magistrate profited by the sale; on the other the sus- 
pected Christian paid for the privilege of the peaceful observ- 
ance of his religion without having offered sacrifice or in 
any way compromised his conscience except by having given a 
bribe in the purchase of the libellus. 

This Diogenes is now a libellaticus. He is in a strange 
plight. He is on good terms with the commission, while his 
neighbors are being persecuted. He had never offered sacri- 
fice, but held a certificate of having done so. He had never 
denied his faith, but he was not suffering because of his loyalty. 
How was he to be regarded by the church ? 

Aube J classifies the apostates of the period into sacrificati, 
thurificati, libellatici. The last class comprises those who had 
made or had caused to be made for them a declaration of apos- 
tasy. This was apostasy of the second degree because (a) their 
crime was less and (b) they cared for faith more than for money. 
Their crime was that they allowed themselves to pass in public 
as apostates. 2 " Apostasy," says Harnack, 3 "was apparently 
treated very summarily until the middle of the third century. 
Even then we find Cyprian questioning the possibility of read- 
mitting apostates. 4 In 251 the church machinery was put in 
order. 5 The conditions of readmission were various. Between 
sacrificati and libellatici was a wide space. Not only the act but 
the various conditions and circumstances were considered in the 
basis of decision/' 6 Cyprian seems to summarize the matter in these 
words: "Therefore it was decided, dearest brother, the case of 
each individual having been examined into, that the receivers of 
certificates should be readmitted." 7 

55 ' I4> "pro se dona numeravit" "dare me ob hoc premium" and Tertullian de Fuga, 
5:12, 13, "periculum mummis redimere" " tributum sibi irrogare." 

1 Leglise et Vetat dans la second moitii du III Steele, Paris, 1885. 

2 For minute classification of libellatici see article by Hefele on " Abgef allene " in 
Wetzer and Welte's Kirchen- Lexicon, 2 Aufl., 1882. 

3 Article "Lapsi" in Herzog u. Plitt, Real-Encyc, 2 Aufl., 1881. 

* Cf. Fabius in Eus. H. E. VI : 43, 44, Dion, of Alex, in Eus. H. E. VI : 44-46. 

5 Cyprian, Ep. 55. 

6 Cf. McClintock & Strong, Encyc, Art. Lapsi, Libellaticus. 
7Ep. 55:17. 
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CONCLUSIONS. 

This libellus, then, of which Professor Harnack says, " Every 
lover of early church history will take hold of it with deep feel- 
ing" has thrown light upon certain mooted questions. 

1. Since the whole libellus except the attest of the magis- 
trate is written in the same hand, the question whether giv- 
ing (tradere} or receiving (acciflere) it was the crime is settled. 1 
The giver was also the receiver of the same document. The 
giving it then to the magistrates was the crime of apostasy. 

2. We have the exact terms of the requirements made in the 
edict of Decian. This explains how men, women, and even 
nursing children suffered punishment for having eaten things 
offered to idols. 2 

3. We know better than before how definitely the persecu- 
tion was accomplished through (<z) strengthening the local 
officials by a commission of five, (b) the severe punishment 
threatened those officials who failed to enforce the edict 3 and 
(c) the careful search for and identification of individuals. 

4. The peculiar character of the apostasy of a libellaticus is 
now perfectly clear. We can understand the temptation, the 
apology to conscience, the procuring the form, the presentation 
of it to the magistrate and the result. We sympathize with the 
apostate in his public position, a Christian without a church, 
almost as solitary as "the man without a country." But we can 
follow him as a penitent and see him readmitted to the church. 

Read in the light of this libellus the whole question " De 
Lapsis" is fraught with new interest and through it the discipline 
of the early church is better known. 



On the Libellus as a whole see Sitzungsberichte der Konigl. Preuss. 
Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin, 30 Nov. 1893. Also A. 
Harnack's review of "Ein Libellus, etc." in Theologische Literatur- 

1 Justin, Apol. y I : 29. 

2 Cf. Cyprian, De Lapsis, 25 with the fifth edict of Maximian (308) in Eus., De 
Mart. Pal. IX : 2. 

3 Cf. Gregory of Nyssa in Vita Greg. Thaum. 
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zeitung, 1894, Nr. 2. Also Zeitschrift fur Aegyptische Sprache Band 
XXXI, "Neues aus dem Fayum, etc.," von Fritz Krebs. Also James 
Henry Breasted's article on "The Latest Papyrus," in the Evening 
Post (N. Y.) Jan. 20, 1894. 

The Vienna papyrus was published by Dr. Karl Wessely, Professor 
in the Staats gymnasium in the third district in Vienna. Its size is 9.6 
by 10.4 centimeters. The text is as follows: 

ToiS C7TI T<i)V Qv(TL(i)V rjpYjflCVOLS 

Ko>/xr/5 <£iAa8cA.<£ias 
7rapa avpeXuav (Tvpov kcu iracrfieiov tov 
aScA^ov kcu, Sry/x^Tpias kcu, (rapa7rta8os 
yvvaiKwv [rf^fuav cfa)7ruA.ciTa)V 
act, 0vov[t€9] tols Qeois SiereXe — 
cra/xcv kcu. vvv tin irapovTiav vp,<av 
Kara tol TrpocrraxOevTa kcu co"7rwra/xcv 
kcu, [to)]v t[cpcwt)v] c[ycv/xa/u.€0a &o] 
afiov/xcv v/xas VTrocrry/xcta) 
cracrOcu rjfiiv [space for six letters] Si€vt[v;(€it€] 

(and in another hand) 
avprjX crvpos kcu, 7racrf3r)s €7rt8c8a)K 
tcrt8a)p05 cxps v avT ay/09 



